
S mall burgers, small fries, and small Cokes.
That pretty much summed up McDonald’s
half a century ago.  Today, fast-food menus

are crowded with large burgers, large fries, and
large Cokes. And the U.S. is crowded with

large people.

In the wake of the huge splash made by “Super Size Me,” a film
that graphically depicts the beefing up of a fast-food eater,
McDonald’s dropped its Super Size fries and drinks last year.

But its menu is still a minefield of densely packed calorie bombs
waiting to explode in your belly.  And most come with a special bonus

of salt and harmful fat that are programmed to rough up your arteries.

On the other hand, it’s possible to find a handful of decent items—like entrée salads and grilled chicken
sandwiches—at fast-food burger joints.  And the three top chains now disclose artery-clogging trans
fat in addition to calories and other numbers, so sensible people can dodge what’s not good for them.

Unfortunately, it’s tough to dodge sodium.  Like most restaurant food, fast food is loaded with salt.
That’s why we awarded only three Best Bites.  Most of our Better Bites, while healthier than the rest of
the menu, are still unnecessarily high in sodium. 

B Y  J A Y N E  H U R L E Y  &  B O N N I E  L I E B M A N

Fast food has taken a hit in recent years.  “Fast-casual” chains
—like Panera, Au Bon Pain, Chipotle, and Baja Fresh—are
nibbling at its heels.

But Americans still get some ten percent of their calories
from fast food.  And the menus at McDonald’s, Burger King,
and Wendy’s shape the meals served everywhere from school
and hospital cafeterias to snack bars and amusement parks.

So even if you only eat at McDonald’s, etc., when you’re in
a rush or on the road, it’s worth knowing what’s behind the
counter.  Here are five key trends at the top burger chains.

Super Salads

Fast-food salads mean more than iceberg lettuce these days.
Burger King’s Fire-Grilled Garden Salads, for example, bump
up the vitamins and fiber by adding romaine, carrots, red 
onions, cucumber, and grape tomatoes.  And you can cover
it all with fast food’s tastiest grilled chicken or shrimp,
“served hot from The Pouch.”  With Vinaigrette, the bad fat
(4 grams of saturated plus trans) and calories (around 300)
stay low, but the sodium (about 1,800 milligrams) doesn’t.

Still, BK’s Fire-Grilleds beat its TenderCrisp Salads.  The
trans and sat fat in the TenderCrisps’ fried chicken strips—
served hot over the greens—boost the bad fat to 10 or 
11 grams and the calories to around 500.

McDonald’s Bacon Ranch, California Cobb, and Caesar
Salads also come topped with warm Grilled or Crispy
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Chicken.  Go with Grilled to keep the calories at around 400
and the bad fat at 7 grams (much of it from the cheese).
Crispy chicken means about 500 calories and 9 or 10 grams
of bad fat (half a day’s worth).  And just about any fast-food
salad with chicken and dressing means more than half a
day’s sodium.

Only one of Wendy’s Garden Sensations Salads—the
Mandarin Chicken—is a Better Bite.  The Taco Supremo,
Homestyle Chicken Strips, Chicken BLT, and Spring Mix
Salad each has about half a day’s bad fat (from their cheese
and/or meat) without dressing.

In contrast, the (cheese-free) Mandarin Chicken—with
mixed greens, diced chicken, mandarin orange sections,
roasted almonds, crispy noodles, and Oriental Sesame dress-
ing—keeps the harmful fat low (4 grams).  Use just half the
packet of dressing and you’ll lop off about 100 calories.  But
you’ll still end up downing 970 mg of sodium—more than a
third of a day’s worth.

(We allowed more saturated fat in Better Bite salads than
in other fast foods because the sat fat is offset by the heart-
healthy unsaturated fat from the dressing and by the salads’
vegetables.)

Healthy: Here Today...

...gone tomorrow.  That’s one way to describe the short lives
of lighter items on fast-food menus.



Talking Trans

At fast-food restaurants, fried food means trans fat.  Among
the biggest sources:

� Fries. Trans starts at 3 grams for a small and reaches 
6 grams for a large.  (While those numbers may not seem
high, they are: according to a government advisory com-
mittee, someone who eats 2,000 calories a day shouldn’t
have more than 2 grams of trans fat.)

Add in sat fat and you can see why a large fries at McDon-
ald’s, at 11 grams of harmful fat and 520 calories, is about
equal to a Big Mac.  Likewise, a king size fries at Burger King
(16 grams of bad fat) is in Whopper territory.

� Fried chicken & fish. Some fried foods have
more trans fat than others.  McDonald’s Filet-

O-Fish, McChicken, and Crispy Chicken
and Wendy’s Spicy and Homestyle

Chicken Fillet Sandwiches clock in at
around 1 gram of trans.  Add their 
sat fat and the harmful fat reaches 
5 or 6 grams.  

In contrast, Burger King’s
TenderCrisp Chicken Sandwich
delivers 4 grams of trans plus 7 grams
of sat fat.  Its 1,730 mg of sodium and

780 calories add insult to injury.
Nuggets are also all over the map.

Ounce for ounce, Burger King Chicken
Tenders have 50 percent more trans 

plus sat fat than McDonald’s Chicken
McNuggets or Wendy’s Homestyle Chicken

Strips.  An order of eight BK Chicken Tenders
swallows almost half a day’s bad fat.

But the Chutzpah Award goes to McDonald’s Chicken
Selects.  The company propaganda (“...made with premium-
quality chicken breast meat, seasoned and lightly breaded so
they are crispy on the outside and juicy on the inside”)
makes them sound downright healthy.  Ounce for ounce,
they’re no better than Chicken McNuggets.

Still  Super Sized

McDonald’s got rid of its Super Size fries and drinks, but
when it comes to burgers, “big” still sells.  With 420 calories
and 8 grams of bad fat, McDonald’s Quarter Pounder seems
positively dainty compared to Burger King’s Whopper 
(700 calories and 14 grams of bad fat).

For the semi-suicidal, Burger King offers up a Double
Whopper with Cheese and Wendy’s sells a Classic Triple
with Cheese.  Each hovers around 1,000 calories and 
11/2 days’ worth of harmful fat (though both pale in com-
parison to Hardee’s 1,400-calorie Monster Thickburger).
Perhaps these chains ought to have their customers sign a
release before letting them order.

Last summer, McDonald’s launched—then dropped—its
Go Active Happy Meals for adults, which featured an entrée
salad, bottled water, and a pedometer.  Also gone from the
chain’s “core” menu (which is available nationwide) are the
Low Fat Apple Bran Muffin and the regular-size Fruit ’n
Yogurt Parfait (only the small remains, though individual
outlets may still sell the regular).

Likewise, Burger King buried its Lite Combo Meals, which
offered three chicken sandwiches with a side salad and bot-
tled water.

And McDonald’s served up the ultimate indignity by
abandoning its 2002 pledge to reduce the artery-clogging
trans fat in its foods by switching frying oils.  McDonald’s
never made the oil change (though press reports occasion-
ally give the company credit for it).

Salads aside, health-conscious customers are
stuck with a limited menu:

� Grilled chicken sandwiches. Wendy’s
Ultimate Chicken Grill (360 calories) and
McDonald’s Chicken McGrill (400 cal-
ories) are gentler on your waistline
than Burger King’s Chicken Whopper
(570 calories).  That’s partly because
of the Whopper’s 160 calories’ worth
of mayo and partly because the
Whopper is larger.  And, like all fast-
food chicken, it’s bathed in salt water
to keep it moist, so it’s loaded with
sodium.

� Veggie burgers. Although we found
McVeggies at a handful of McDonald’s in
California and New York, only Burger King 
offers non-meat eaters a sandwich nationwide. 
(If you want to make sure that your veggie burger doesn’t 
touch any meat or chicken, ask to have it microwaved.)  If
you get your BK Veggie grilled, it’ll have a more-intense fla-

vor if you order it well-done.
Too bad you can’t order it
with less than 930 mg of
sodium.

� Fruit & yogurt. The
frozen blueberries and
strawberries in McDonald’s
Fruit ’n Yogurt Parfait
trounce the jam-like fruit
in supermarket fruit
yogurts.  Even with its
granola, the parfait has 
just 160 calories and 
1 gram of bad fat.  And
Wendy’s has announced
plans for a Fresh Fruit 
Bowl (pineapple, can-
taloupe, honeydew, and
red grapes), with or with-
out low-fat strawberry
yogurt.
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Best in Bun.  Unlike McDonald’s
McVeggie, Burger King’s BK Veggie

is available nationwide.  

Fast Fruit.  Those are real
strawberries and blueberries in
McDonald’s Fruit ’n Yogurt
Parfait.  And Wendy’s new
fresh fruit salads should be on
menus soon.P
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And just because super sizes are gone, don’t assume that
drinks do no harm.  A McDonald’s large Coke will set you
back 310 calories.  And Burger King still has its king size
Coke to pad your meal (and bottom) with 390 calories.  

Move on to milk shakes and the calories soar.  Burger King
charges 410 calories for a small shake, 580 for a medium,
and 830 for a large.  And the large throws in close to a day’s
worth of saturated fat.

McDonald’s Triple Thick Shakes get you prepped for a
triple bypass.  The calories range from 430 for a 12-ouncer to
a scale-busting 1,130 for the 32-ounce version.  (No wonder
chains refuse to post calories on their menu boards.  Why
tell customers that they’re washing down their fatty, salty
meals with more than 1,000 calories?)

The Meal Deal

Most Value Meals (Wendy’s calls them Combo Meals)
include fries and a soft drink, which means at least 1,000
calories if you order medium sizes.  And calories are just the
start.

At McDonald’s, the best medium Extra Value Meal—
the Chicken McGrill—supplies half a day’s bad fat and
sodium.  A Big Mac, Quarter Pounder with Cheese, or 
5-piece Chicken Selects medium
Extra Value Meal means an entire
day’s worth of bad fat.  

Burger King’s numbers are even
worse.  The least damaging
medium Value Meal—the
Chicken Whopper—
comes with 
3/4 of a day’s 
bad fat and
sodium.  Most
other medium
meals have about a
day’s bad fat.

Move up from a
medium and the num-
bers are scary.  Expect
about a day’s calories,
more than a day’s
sodium, and more than
two days’ worth of bad fat from a Double Whopper with
Cheese King Value Meal at Burger King or a Classic Triple
with Cheese plus Great Biggie Fries and a Biggie Cola at
Wendy’s.  Yum.

But Wendy’s also offers the best value meal we found.  It’s
the only major fast-food burger chain where you can add a
side salad (or baked potato or small order of chili) instead of
fries.  The Ultimate Chicken Grill Sandwich paired with a
Side Salad with Low Fat Honey Mustard dressing and Iced
Tea delivers only 500 calories and 2 grams of bad fat
(though it also carries 1,450 mg of sodium).  

The information for this article was compiled by Emily Poole and
Heather Jones.
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The Fast Lane
Within each section, foods are ranked from least to 

most bad fat (saturated+trans), then calories.

Burgers, etc.
�Burger King BK Veggie 380 16 3 930

�McDonald’s Hamburger 260 9 4 530

�Wendy’s Jr. Hamburger 280 9 4 600

�McDonald’s McVeggie* 350 8 4 1,200

Burger King Hamburger 310 13 6 550

McDonald’s Cheeseburger 310 12 7 740

Burger King Whopper Jr. 390 22 8 550

McDonald’s Quarter Pounder 420 18 8 730

Wendy’s Classic Single 430 20 8 890

Burger King The Angus Steak Burger 570 22 9 1,270

McDonald’s Big N’ Tasty 520 29 11 730

McDonald’s Big Mac 560 30 12 1,010

McDonald’s Quarter Pounder with Cheese 510 25 14 1,150

Wendy’s Big Bacon Classic 580 29 14 1,390

Burger King Whopper 700 42 14 1,020

Wendy’s Classic Double with Cheese 700 39 19 1,470

Burger King Whopper with Cheese 800 49 20 1,450

McDonald’s Double Quarter Pounder 
with Cheese 730 40 22 1,330

Burger King Double Whopper 970 61 24 1,110

Wendy’s Classic Triple with Cheese 970 59 29 2,060

Burger King Double Whopper with 
Cheese 1,060 69 30 1,540

Chicken & Fish Sandwiches
�Wendy’s Ultimate Chicken Grill 360 7 2 1,090

�McDonald’s Chicken McGrill 400 16 3 1,010

�McDonald’s Filet-O-Fish 400 18 5 640

�Wendy’s Spicy Chicken Fillet 510 19 5 1,480

�Burger King Chicken Whopper 570 25 5 1,410

McDonald’s McChicken 420 22 6 760

McDonald’s Crispy Chicken 500 23 6 1,090

Wendy’s Homestyle Chicken Fillet 540 22 6 1,320

Burger King Chicken 560 28 8 1,270

Burger King TenderCrisp Chicken 780 45 11 1,730

Burger King BK Fish Filet 520 30 NA 840

French Fries 
McDonald’s, small (21/2 oz.) 230 11 5 140

Burger King, small (21/2 oz.) 230 11 6 410

Wendy’s, small (3 oz.) 280 14 6 270

McDonald’s, medium (4 oz.) 350 16 7 220

Wendy’s, medium (5 oz.) 440 21 9 430

Burger King, medium (4 oz.) 360 18 10 640

Wendy’s, Biggie (51/2 oz.) 490 24 10 480

McDonald’s, large (6 oz.) 520 25 11 330

Wendy’s, Great Biggie (61/2 oz.) 590 29 12 570

Burger King, large (51/2 oz.) 500 25 13 880

Burger King, king (7 oz.) 600 30 16 1,070
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Deal us In.  Wendy’s offers the
only combo meal that comes with
salad (or baked potato or chili)
instead of fries.
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McDonald’s Triple Thick Shake (12 oz.)2 430 10 7 150

McDonald’s Baked Apple Pie (3 oz.) 250 11 8 150

Burger King Shake, small (9 oz.)2 410 14 8 250

Wendy’s Frosty, large (20 oz.) 540 13 9 250

Burger King Shake, medium (13 oz.)2 580 18 12 360

McDonald’s McFlurry (12 oz.)2 590 18 12 220

McDonald’s Triple Thick Shake (21 oz.)2 750 18 12 270

Burger King Shake, large (19 oz.)2 830 27 18 520

McDonald’s Triple Thick Shake (32 oz.)2 1,130 26 18 410

McDonald’s Extra Value Meals 
(includes medium Fries and medium Coke, unless noted)

Chicken McGrill Sandwich 960 32 10 1,250

Filet-O-Fish Sandwich 960 34 12 880

Crispy Chicken Sandwich 1,060 39 13 1,330

Chicken McNuggets (10 pieces) 980 40 15 1,360

Big N' Tasty 1,080 45 18 970

Chicken Selects (5 pieces) 1,190 49 18 1,790

Big Mac 1,120 46 19 1,250

Quarter Pounder with Cheese 1,070 41 21 1,390

Double Quarter Pounder with Cheese, 
large Fries, large Coke 1,560 65 33 1,680

Burger King Value Meals 
(includes medium Fries and medium Coke, unless noted)

Chicken Whopper 1,130 43 14 2,050

Chicken Tenders (8 pieces) 900 37 18 1,480

Chicken Sandwich 1,120 46 18 1,910

TenderCrisp Chicken Sandwich 1,340 63 21 2,370

Whopper 1,260 60 24 1,660

Whopper, king Fries, king Coke 1,690 72 30 2,090

Whopper with Cheese, large Fries, 
large Coke 1,590 74 33 2,330

Double Whopper with Cheese, 
king Fries, king Coke 2,050 99 46 2,610

Wendy’s Combo Meals 
(includes Biggie Fries and medium Cola, unless noted)

�Ultimate Chicken Grill Sandwich, Salad 
with Low Fat Honey Mustard, Iced Tea 510 10 2 1,450

Homestyle Chicken Fillet Sandwich 1,150 46 16 1,800

Homestyle Chicken Strips (3 pieces) 1,020 42 17 1,950

Classic Single 1,040 44 18 1,370

Big Bacon Classic 1,190 53 24 1,870

Classic Double with Cheese, Great 
Biggie Fries, Biggie Cola 1,480 68 31 2,040

Classic Triple with Cheese, Great 
Biggie Fries, Biggie Cola 1,750 88 41 2,630

�� Best Bite. � Better Bite.   *Limited availability.     1Average of
the items listed.     2 Average of all flavors.     NA Number not available.

Daily Values (daily limits for a 2,000-calorie diet): Total Fat: 65 grams.
Saturated+Trans Fat: 20 grams.  Sodium: 2,400 milligrams.

Sources: McDonald’s, Burger King, Wendy’s.

The use of information from this article for commercial purposes is strictly
prohibited without written permission from CSPI.

To
ta

l F
at

(g
ra

m
s)

S
at

ur
at

ed
+

Tr
an

s 
Fa

t (
gr

am
s)

S
od

iu
m

 
(m

illi
gr

am
s)

C
al

or
ie

s

To
ta

l F
at

(g
ra

m
s)

S
at

ur
at

ed
+

Tr
an

s 
Fa

t (
gr

am
s)

S
od

iu
m

 
(m

illi
gr

am
s)

C
al

or
ie

s

Chicken Nuggets (no. pieces—weight)

McDonald’s McNuggets (6—31/2 oz.) 250 15 5 670

Burger King Tenders (5—21/2 oz.) 210 12 6 530

McDonald’s Selects (3—41/2 oz.) 380 20 6 930

Wendy’s Homestyle Strips (3—51/2 oz.) 410 18 7 1,470

McDonald’s McNuggets (10—51/2 oz.) 420 24 8 1,120

Burger King Tenders (8—41/2 oz.) 340 19 9 840

McDonald’s Selects (5—8 oz.) 630 33 11 1,550

McDonald’s McNuggets (20—111/2 oz.) 840 49 16 2,240

McDonald’s Selects (10—151/2 oz.) 1,270 66 21 3,100

Entrée Salads
�Burger King Fire-Grilled Chicken or 

Shrimp Garden Salad, Vinaigrette1 310 18 4 1,770

�Wendy’s Mandarin Chicken Salad, 
Oriental Sesame dressing 550 26 4 1,210

�Burger King Fire-Grilled Chicken or 
Shrimp Caesar Salad, Caesar dressing1 320 20 5 1,600

�McDonald’s California Cobb Salad with 
Grilled Chicken, Cobb dressing 380 20 7 1,500

�McDonald’s Caesar Salad with Grilled 
Chicken, Caesar dressing 390 24 7 1,330

�McDonald’s Bacon Ranch Salad with 
Grilled Chicken, Ranch dressing 410 24 7 1,470

Wendy’s Spring Mix Salad, Low Fat 
Honey Mustard dressing 420 27 8 630

McDonald’s California Cobb Salad with 
Crispy Chicken, Cobb dressing 480 27 9 1,580

McDonald’s Bacon Ranch Salad with 
Crispy Chicken, Ranch dressing 510 31 9 1,560

McDonald’s Caesar Salad with Crispy 
Chicken, Caesar dressing 490 32 10 1,410

Burger King TenderCrisp Garden Salad, 
Ranch dressing 530 32 10 1,780

Wendy’s Spring Mix Salad, House 
Vinaigrette 500 42 11 1,040

Burger King TenderCrisp Caesar Salad, 
Caesar dressing 520 33 11 1,870

Wendy’s Chicken BLT Salad, Honey
Mustard dressing 680 47 13 1,320

Wendy’s Homestyle Chicken Strips 
Salad, Ranch dressing 670 45 15 1,760

Wendy’s Taco Supremo Salad 680 31 17 1,700

Baked Potatoes & Chili
�Burger King Chili (71/2 oz.) 190 8 3 1,040

�Wendy’s Chili, small (8 oz.) 220 6 3 780

�Wendy’s Broccoli & Cheese Potato 440 15 3 540

�Wendy’s Chili, large (12 oz.) 330 9 4 1,170

�Wendy’s Sour Cream & Chives Potato 340 6 4 40

Wendy’s Bacon & Cheese Potato 560 25 7 850

Desserts & Shakes
��Wendy’s Fresh Fruit Bowl with Yogurt 220 1 0 90

��McDonald’s Apple Dippers with Dip (3 oz.) 100 1 1 40

��McDonald’s Fruit ’n Yogurt Parfait (51/2 oz.) 160 2 1 90

�McDonald’s Ice Cream Cone (3 oz.) 150 4 2 60

Wendy’s Frosty, small (12 oz.) 330 8 5 150

Burger King Dutch Apple Pie (4 oz.) 340 14 6 470
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Whole grains are showing up

in new places.  First out of the

gate in the frozen-dinner race:

Lean Cuisine’s delicious new

line of Spa Cuisine Classics.

Each of the eight entrées is

made with 100% whole-grain

rice or pasta.  You get whole-

wheat orzo in the (wild)

Salmon with Basil, whole-wheat spaghetti in the Chicken

Mediterranean and Chicken in Peanut Sauce, and brown rice in

the Chicken Pecan, Lemon Chicken, Lemongrass Chicken,

Rosemary Chicken, and Pork with Cherry Sauce.

What’s more, just about all of them have at least one serving

of vegetables (granted, that’s just half a cup).  According to the

box, the Lemongrass Chicken has a full cup of broccoli, baby

corn, carrots, red peppers, and spinach.  The Salmon with Basil

has 3/4 cup of spinach and carrots.

That’s no mean feat, since each entrée has only about 

250 calories.  Bonus: you won’t find a drop of trans fat, and only

one (Lemongrass Chicken) has more than

21/2 grams of saturated fat.

Spa Cuisine isn’t perfect.  Sodium—which

ranges from 540 mg to 720 mg—should be

lower.  But you could do a lot worse with

Stouffer’s, Marie Callender’s, Life Choice,

and other frozen meals except Healthy

Choice and a few others.

We can’t wait to see them all made with

whole grains.

Lean Cuisine: (800) 993-8625.

J U N K  P A C K

To cut costs, discount airlines don’t

offer free meals.  But on

longer flights, some

serve more than just

a beverage and a bag

of peanuts or pretzels.

Watch your rear.

Take Southwest Airlines,

the leading discounter.  On longer

flights, each customer gets a Snack Pack of “tasty snacks

served up with a little LUV.”  And a lot of calories.

On a recent Los Angeles-to-Nashville flight, the Snack Pack

held six Golden Oreo cookies (250 calories), six Ritz Crackers

with Real Cheese (200 calories), and a bag of Jell-O Fruit Snacks

(90 calories).  That’s more than 25 percent of a day’s calories for

many people.  The pack of cookies alone has about as many

calories as you’d get in a typical Lean Cuisine frozen entrée.

The difference: a frozen dinner has vitamins, minerals, protein,

and fiber.  The Snack Pack is 550 calories’ worth of white flour, fat,

sugar, and salt.  The entire pack of cheese and crackers has only 

two grams of protein—no more than the pack 

of six Oreos.  The “Fruit Snack” is essentially

sugar plus a little grape and cherry juice.

A carrier like Southwest, which wants to

cut costs (and avoid the need for refrigera-

tion), could at least serve whole-grain

crackers like Triscuits and boxes of dried

fruit like raisins or shelf-stable fruit cups.

Maybe then it won’t have to order wider

seats on its new planes.

Southwest: (214) 792-4223.P
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Love blue cheese but hate the fat?

Subscriber Joy Sleizer of Palo Alto,

California, makes her own delicious

lower-fat version by combining 1/2 cup

of blue cheese with 1/2 cup of low-fat

cottage cheese in a blender or food

processor and blending until smooth.

TIPOF THE MONTH


